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Jewish and Arabic 
Israelis 
• • • 
 
41% of the world’s 




There are more Arabs 
than Jews living in Israel  
(WCD, 2010) 
 
Arab-Israelis tend to be 
higher in collectivism 
than do Jewish Israelis 
(Oyserman, 2003) 
 
Family and communal 
values are more 
important to Israeli Arabs 
than to Israeli Jews 
(Bar-Tur et al., 2001) 
 
Positive relations with 
one’s spouse are more 
important to Israeli Jews 
than to Israeli Arabs 
(Bar-Tur et al., 2001) 
 
A Day in the Land 
(From Jerusalem to the West Bank and Back Again) 
Deborah E. Gibbons 
 
On a sun-drenched Friday in early September, I set out 
for the headquarters of a humanitarian aid organization in 
Jerusalem.  It was a holiday for both the Jewish and Muslim 
residents - Rosh Hashanah, known to the religious as the Feast 
of Trumpets, the New Year celebration among Jews, and Eid 
al-Fitr, the end of Ramadan fasting for Muslims.  Jewish busses 
and taxis never operate on Shabbat (Saturday, the Sabbath) or 
on holidays.  Arabic taxis do, but usually without the (legally 
required) meter at negotiated holiday prices.  The negotiations 
can be aggressive, and those of us who lack fortitude and 
assertiveness tend to lose badly.   
I considered the taxi outside my hotel, weighing the 
pain of haggling against the rising heat, and finally decided to 
go on foot.  The American director of the humanitarian 
organization had provided travel instructions in the local, 
landmark-based style: “begin at the Garden Tomb, walk toward 
the Jerusalem Hotel, pass the police station on your left, pass 
the Arab bus station, watch for the French sign on a green gate, 
then look for a gold gate...”   
Pausing in the shadow of each pomegranate, olive, or 
palm tree along my route, I headed for the high Ottoman wall 
that surrounds the Old City, and followed it to the northwestern 
corner.  The area north of the wall, which is usually jammed 
with cheap merchandise, overfull handcarts, aromatic food 
vendors, and elbow-to-abaya shoppers, lay silent amid heaps of 
yesterday’s trash.  Only a stray cat scurried quietly through the 
garbage.  I wandered a few blocks further, along a boundary 
between Jewish and Arabic communities, noting the tidiness of 
the first and the disorder of the second.  Finally, I stopped in the 
foot-wide shade of a lamp post, contemplating my next move 
and wishing that I had brought a map.   
As I squinted at my handwritten instructions, an Arabic 
man approached and asked with authority, “where are you 
going?”.  I showed him the scruffy notes, which he studied for a 
moment before offering, "I will take you there."  I briefly 
assessed the situation, both for safety and for the likelihood of 
success.  Two days before, I had accepted a ride from a kind 
Arabic man who rescued me from a blazing afternoon trudge in 
a taxi-less neighborhood.  That had turned out well, but it's always a judgment call - if you say 
yes, you may gain a helpful companion, but you also take the risk that he may not understand 
where you're trying to go or could have wrong intentions.  Whether he knows the way or not, if 
you accept his assistance, your path is locked: an Arabic man, after promising to help, generally 
will not abandon the quest, and you would insult him if you suggested that he should.  On 
occasion, this generosity leads to lengthy processes of stopping passersby, exchanging 
salutations, explaining the situation, and obtaining their inputs about the proper course.  It can be 
frustrating when the task involves consultations with 
several people who don't know where you are going 
but nevertheless feel obliged to give advice about how 
to get there.  In contrast, if you refuse an offer of 
assistance, you lose the possibility of a direct trip to 
your destination, you miss a potentially insightful 
conversation, and you may spark an angry response 
from your new acquaintance.  Sometimes a refusal of 
assistance causes offense.   
I was feeling some time pressure, so I thanked 
the man for his kindness and asked if he could point 
me in the right direction.  He returned my walking 
instructions and gestured up the street.  “It is along my 
way; come.”  In a quiet Jewish neighborhood, we 
passed several long-skirted Orthodox women clustered 
with children beside an open doorway.  A chorus of 
male prayers reached the street from within.  Two cute 
little boys with wispy brown ringlets turned to watch 
the strangers, but despite my nod and smile, the women gave no response. 
As we walked, the man asked typical questions: “What is your name?  Where are you 
from? Why are you here?  Is this your first time in Jerusalem? What is the place where you are 
going?”  He explained that he was walking to his place of work at the Polish consulate because 
his bus was not available on this holiday.  It was a long walk from where we were.  We wound 
through several streets, discussing the pros and cons of living in his home town of Bethlehem 
versus in Jerusalem.  “I had no work in Bethlehem, so I came to the city to earn money, but I 
would rather be there with my family.”  We talked about life in Israel until we reached my 
destination, where with thanks and a 
wave, I dashed toward the green gate, 
only a little late for my meeting. 
Later in the day, the Director 
of the aid organization invited me and 
some other American women to visit 
the West Bank with her.  After 
renting facilities in Jericho for eight 
years, her organization had obtained 
from the Palestinian Authority a (rare) 
permit to buy property.  The long-
vacant land that they were 
considering was situated across the 
Employment 
“I had no work in Bethlehem, so 
I came to [Jerusalem] to earn 
money, but I would rather be 
there with my family.” 
 
Israeli unemployment: 7.6% 
Palestinian unemployment: 24.5% 
(World Bank statistics, 2009) 
United Nations School Near Jericho 
main road from a high-fenced United Nations school, which stood empty during the Eid 
celebration (see photo).  A stone-built refugee camp overlooks the school, which is decorated 
with bright paintings of children and messages of welcome. Across the road, standing amid goat 
droppings and occasional palm trees on a nearly empty lot, we could see Jericho and Jordan 
through distant heat waves.  Wide, stone walls that had stood on this land thousands of years 
before traced their straight lines through a dusting of sand, but the history of the land did not 
inflate the offering price.  Antiquities are common in the West Bank, where people routinely 
unearth Roman glass for use in jewelry and sell 2000-year-old coins as souvenirs.  As we 
discussed the location and its historical significance, one of the women began to feel ill from the 
brilliant desert sun.  She leaned into the shady side of a palm tree sipping the last bit of our water 
as the driver quietly announced that, “the keys are locked in the mini-van.” 
The Director, always equipped with two cell phones, called an Arabic associate who lives 
in the local refugee camp.  Within minutes, the Rescuer brought a "locksmith" with a long metal 
bar to insert into the driver's door and free the lock.  The 
refugee camps include especially high numbers of 
people who know how to open locked cars and start 
their engines without keys.  The Director, recalling an 
early breakthrough in her relationship with local 
Palestinians, says that “I knew I’d been accepted by my 
son’s friends in the camp when they gave me a car.  The 
front windshield was broken, and they said that I should 
only drive after dark because they got it from the 
Israelis.”  This probably explains the keypad in many 
Israeli rental cars, which requires entry of a numeric 
sequence before the driver turns the ignition key.   
The locksmith’s metal-bar maneuver wasn’t working, so the Rescuer removed part of the 
side-window frame and reached through to open the van door.  A cheer rose from the relieved 
Americans, “thank you… this is great… we’re so glad you came to help us.”  And the Director 
added her accolades, saying, "I told everyone that my friend (Name) could get in there, and you 
did it!  I knew that we could depend on you."  The Rescuer smiled broadly and nodded, then 
turned to address the locksmith in Arabic.  He explained that the locksmith wanted 10 shekels 
(almost $3) for the work.  The driver paid 20 and then suggested that they also pay 20 to the 
Rescuer.  The Director hesitated, perhaps knowing that he needed the money but also that one 
should not denigrate his chivalry by offering to pay for it.  She said to him that "they would like 
to give you 20 shekels as well because your help has been so important to us."  He smiled, 
shaking his head, briefly declined, and then accepted the cash.  In Palestinian culture, where 
pride trumps the need for resources, this was a good solution that gave honor along with the 
money. 
Back in Jerusalem, the Director and I discussed the organization's work over supper, 
talking well past midnight on Shabbat (which continues from sundown on Friday until sundown 
has passed on Saturday).  At this time, it would be difficult to find a taxi, but the walk to the 
hotel is unsafe for an American alone at night, so the Director offered to help me flag a taxi at a 
nearby intersection.  We followed three Jewish men in traditional black clothing to the corner.  
Standing together at the crossing, the men paid no attention to us, despite a bit of excitement 
when two of them started to cross against the light, then dove sideways to avoid an oncoming car 
that did not slow down.  The light changed, and the men disappeared into the darkness.  Standing 
Auto Theft 
“I knew I’d been accepted by my 
son’s friends in the camp when 
they gave me a car… that I 
should only drive after dark.” 
 
 Thoughts to Consider  
 
Middle Eastern women seldom offer to help a stranger with transportation, but men 
frequently do, and the men tend to take charge of the situation.  What does this tell you 
about gender roles in Middle Eastern cultures? 
Honor in the eyes of others is more strongly valued in Palestinian culture than in American 
culture, and avoidance of shame is often the priority.  How might the difference between 
American and Palestinian regard for honor affect your interactions with Palestinian people? 
 
 
by the roadside, we waved at a couple of passing taxis, but they were already full and did not 
stop.  After several minutes, an unmarked car pulled up at the curb, and the driver opened the 
passenger window.  I asked, “are you a taxi?” and he replied that he is.  The Director asked the 
driver how much he would charge to drive to my hotel, but I cut in, “where is the meter?”  (All 
taxis in Israel have meters, even if the drivers do not use them.)  At this point, eight young 
Jewish men with drink glasses in hand approached from the intersection.   
“What is happening here?” demanded one of them.  Hearing the situation, he approached 
the car and spoke to the driver in Arabic.  The conversation quickly escalated to shouting, and all 
seven of the young man’s companions immediately formed a semi-circle around him.  After a 
few more loud exchanges, the young man announced to me, “This is not a taxi.  You will come 
with us.”  After ascertaining the general vicinity of my hotel, the young men flagged a sherut 
(shared taxi-van) and loaded me into the van with them.  Talk in the van approximated the 
morning’s discussion with the Arabic gentleman.  “Are you married? What is your name?”  The 
name “Devorah” drew a round of cheers, “That is a Jewish name!!”  “Do you have children?” 
“Yes, I have four boys like you guys.” 
“No!  We are not boys; we are men!”   
“And where are you men going tonight?” 
“We will take you home first, then we are going to the club!” 
One of the young men translated my directions for the driver, helped me count out the 
correct coins to pay him, and escorted me off the van.  Then hollering goodbye and waving, they 
headed for the club, while the sounds of Eid al-Fitr fireworks echoed sporadically through the 
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